High incidence of Listeria monocytogenes in European red smear cheese.
The incidence of Listeria and Listeria monocytogenes in European red smear cheese was determined in order to assess whether the lack of recent outbreaks of listeriosis associated with cheese is due to improved hygenic conditions in the dairies. Out of European red-smear cheese samples of various types, 15.8% contained organisms of the genus Listeria, 6.4% of the samples were contaminated with L. monocytogenes, 10.6% with L. innocua, and 1.2% with L. seeligeri. Six cheese samples contained two or more Listeria species, including at least one L. monocytogenes isolate. The incidences of L. monocytogenes in cheeses from various countries were: Italy 17.4%, Germany 9.2%, Austria 10%, and France 3.3%. Listeria were found most frequently in soft and semi-soft cheese. Eight samples contained more than 100 L. monocytogenes cfu/cm2 cheese surface, 2 samples had counts above 10(4) cfu/cm2 cheese surface. Surprisingly, a higher incidence of L. monocytogenes was observed in cheeses made from pasteurized milk (8.0%) than in cheeses manufactured from raw milk (4.8%). Phage-typing of isolated Listeria strains clearly confirmed that (i) contaminations within dairy plants were persistent over a period of several weeks to months and (ii) that cross-contamination within the dairy plant is and important factor. Comparison of our data with past surveys seems to indicate that contamination of red smear soft cheese with L. monocytogenes has not decreased sufficiently over the past 15 years. It is therefore strongly recommended that these products are monitored carefully by cheese-making companies.